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1
SYSTEMS AND METHODS FOR REMOTE
TESTING OF A FLOW SWITCH

CROSS REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATION(S)

This application is a Continuation of U.S. patent appli-
cation Ser. No. 13/110,802, filed May 18, 2011 and now U.S.
Pat. No. 8,640,522, the entire disclosure of which is herein
incorporated by reference.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. Field of the Invention

The present invention generally relates to switches and
switch testing apparatus. Specifically it relates to switches
that are triggered by fluid flow and remote testing thereof.

2. Description of Related Art

To fight fires in modern buildings, firefighters use a wide
variety of tools but are also regularly aided by systems
within the building. Modern buildings almost universally
include water-based fire protection systems to control or
extinguish fires. Fire sprinkler systems generally follow a
fairly standardized principle. A liquid firefighting material
(generally water) is maintained in a series of pipes, generally
under pressure, which are arranged throughout all areas of
the building.

In a wet pipe system, water is actually stored within the
pipes, whereas in a dry pipe system, water is stored external
to the building while the pipes contained pressurized air,
nitrogen, or other gas. Attached to these pipes are various
sprinklers which, when activated, will spray the liquid into
a predetermined area. When a fire situation is detected,
sprinklers on the pipe structure are activated by heat. This
opens them and allows them to spray water from the pipe
system.

The heat activation is generally performed by a heat
sensitive element, an integral part of the sprinkler, which is
activated by the heat from the fire. Specifically, the sprinkler
utilizes a “plug” holding it closed. The plug is damaged by
heat which results in the pressurized water inside the pipes
being pulled to and through the opening in the now activated
sprinkler head. Generally, each sprinkler has its own heat
sensitive element and is activated independent of all other
sprinklers. This action dispenses the liquid on the fire and
serves to control or extinguish the fire.

This system can be very effective because there is no
reliance on notification systems or other separate compo-
nents where a communication breakdown could occur.
There is always concern in a fire protection system, that the
fire could damage any form of notification system prior to it
being able to provide notice. In the plug arrangement
discussed above, there is very little possibility of the sprin-
kler system failing to activate due to damage from the fire.
As the damage causes the activation, the system simply
enters into a spray mode at that sprinkler. Further, the
sprinkler will generally spray until the system is shut off as
the water source is often municipal water lines providing a
steady feed and there is no switch which can serve to replug
the sprinkler once activated. Instead, the unit must be
replaced.

Because of the fact that most fire protection systems
utilize these type of heat activated sprinklers, they generally
do not use smoke detectors or other forms of fire detection
apparatus to activate the system. While this works from a fire
fighting perspective, in a large building it is often necessary
to notify both occupants of the building that the system has
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activated, and to notify the fire department that the system
has activated so that they can come and fight the fire.
Therefore, systems beyond those simply to activate the fire
sprinkler are desirable as part of the system.

While some sprinkler systems utilize smoke detectors and
other detection mechanisms to provide notification, others
do not. Further, even if they include detection apparatus, it
can be desirable to know if only smoke has been detected
and/or if a sprinkler head has activated. Further, detection
and notification systems can be damaged by the very fire that
the sprinkler has reacted to prior to providing notification.
Therefore, most sprinkler systems utilize a system to detect
that a sprinkler head has activated as an alternative notifi-
cation system.

While these detection systems can be simple or complex,
most rely upon fluid flow within the pipes of the sprinkler
system to detect that a sprinkler head has activated. In
particular, when a sprinkler head (or multiple heads) acti-
vate, fluid in the pipes will go from a static condition, to a
condition where the fluid is moving toward the activated
head. This fluidic movement can be detected through the use
of a flow detector which is placed in the fluid stream and
when the flow detector detects fluid motion (“flow”), an
alarm condition is activated to provide notification that
water is being dispensed by the system.

Because fluid flow specifically indicates a sprinkler head
activation, or a system failure resulting in water dispensing
which is another potential emergency, the flow detector is an
excellent form of notification of potential danger. Based on
the output of a flow detector along with output of other
detectors, information can also be gathered as to the poten-
tial location of a fire, or if there may be a damaged pipe
which is generating flow in a non-fire situation. In a large
office building, the ability to send emergency personnel to
the correct location quickly can often decrease property
damage and potentially save lives.

Flow detectors are more commonly used in wet-pipe
systems and most are of relatively straight forward design.
They generally comprise an elongated vane including a
paddle which extends generally perpendicularly into a pipe
in the system, often a large main pipe or riser so that
movement of the fluid is detected wherever in the system it
occurs. However, flow detectors may be placed on particular
pipe components to assist in localizing the position of the
flow. The water flow through the pipe forces the paddle
forward, which then causes a trip switch at the other end to
trip an internal switch activating the alarm condition.

The most common liquid used in fire protection systems
is water because it is readily available, non-toxic, and quite
effective in firefighting. Water, however, is an electrolyte
which can enable electrochemical corrosion to occur where
metal and oxygen are also present. Further, the water used in
sprinkler systems is generally not pure and can contain a
multitude of dissolved solids, water treatment chemicals,
and microorganisms. These impurities can contribute to
corrosion, including microbiologically induced corrosion,
damaging pipes or other components that make up the
water-based fire protection system when the system is pre-
pared and “armed” awaiting a possible fire situation. The
presence of trapped air (particularly the oxygen in the air)
and how active a system is (how often it is drained and filled)
will also contribute significantly to corrosion and its dam-
aging effects in water-based fire protection systems.

The degradation of components such as flow detectors is
an unavoidable consequence of the inclusion of water in the
system. The presence of water within the piping can result
in the failure of mechanical components to perform as
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intended when needed due to components becoming cor-
roded while they are held in their “ready” state. Flow
detectors and other types of mechanisms in a fire protection
system are particularly susceptible to failure because they
often sit for long periods of time in a ready state (switched
off) and need to quickly adjust to a new state (switched on)
upon the fire system activating. Because of the risk of failure
of components such as flow detectors, it is generally desired
to periodically test them to insure that they function.

While flow switches can be tested by flowing water
through an inspection port (which creates flow through the
system simulating an activated sprinkler), this system can be
cumbersome. Therefore, it is often desirable to test flow
switches remotely without need of flowing water through the
entire fire sprinkler system. One system to test flow switches
is described in U.S. Pat. No. 6,462,655. This system, while
effective, is very complex in that it requires a localized fluid
“loop” which is generated to create a limited area of fluid
flow about the flow switch within the otherwise static pipe
system. While it is effective at performing a flow test, and
effectively tests that the flow switch will operate under an
actual flow condition, the system is complex to construct,
includes additional components vulnerable to corrosion, and
is relatively expensive.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

Described herein, among other things, are systems and
methods for the remote testing of flow detectors in a fire
sprinkler system. Specifically, they are directed to systems
and method for the remote testing of flow detectors.

Generally these systems and methods test a number of
aspects of the flow detectors during the course of a test run.
In particular, there are generally three things that are tested
for during the test run. First, the system tests that the flow
detector is moveable in the forward direction (the direction
of flow during a fire) and that movement of the vane to the
desired trip position does, in fact, trip the alarm. The second
test is that the vane, once the alarm has tripped, returns back
to its default “ready” position so that the test does not disable
the flow detector. The third test is to validate that paddle is
present and will serve to move the vane when presented with
a flow.

For at least the above reasons, described herein, among
other things, are systems and methods for the remote testing
of a paddle-type flow detector, such as are common in fire
protection systems. Specifically, the systems and methods
provide for mechanical movement of the vane assembly and
specifically the trip stem to test activation of the flow
detector under a flow condition, and which measure the
amount of time the vane assembly takes to return to the
ready position to verify the presence of a paddle.

There are described herein, among other things, a self-test
system for a paddle-type flow detector, the system compris-
ing: an arm, the arm being used to displace a trip stem from
a first position to a second position wherein said trip stem is
biased to said first position and said flow detector indicates
flow when said trip stem is in said second position; a first
sensor, the first sensor detecting when said trip stem is in
said first position; a second sensor, the second sensor detect-
ing when said trip stem is in said second position; wherein,
when said trip stem is in said second position, said arm
releases said trip stem and said trip stem returns to said first
position because of said biasing; wherein, said self-test
system determines the amount of time between when said
first sensor stops detecting said trip stem and said second
sensor detects said trip stem after said arm releases said trip
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stem; and wherein based on said amount of time, said
self-test system determines if a paddle is present on said trip
stem.

In an embodiment of the system said arm rotates about an
axis and may be sized and shaped to release said trip stem
suddenly. In an embodiment, it may be generally teardrop-
shaped.

In an embodiment, the arm rotates about said axis a first
direction when said arm is displacing said trip stem and a
second direction after it has released said trip stem. The
system may further comprise a one-way gate, said one-way
gate being attached to said trip stem such that said one-way
gate is rigid when said arm moving in said first direction
contacts said one-way gate, but opens when said one-way
gate is contacted by said arm moving in said second direc-
tion.

In another embodiment of the system it may comprise a
one-way gate attached to said trip stem.

There is also described herein the system wherein said
first sensor and said second sensor each comprise switches;
wherein said first switch is closed when said trip stem is in
said first position; and wherein said second switch is closed
when said trip stem is in said second position.

There is also described herein a paddle-type flow detector
including an auto-test system, the detector comprising: a
housing; a vane assembly extending from said housing; a
biasing mechanism biasing said vane assembly to a first
position; a first sensor which detects when said vane assem-
bly is in said first position; a second sensor which detects
when said vane assembly is in a second position; an arm
within said housing, said arm displacing said vane assembly
from a first position to a second position when an auto-test
is initiated; wherein, when said vane assembly is in said
second position, said arm releases said vane assembly and
said vane assembly returns to said first position because of
said biasing; wherein, said detector determines the amount
of time between when said first sensor stops detecting said
vane assembly and said second sensor detects said vane
assembly after said arm releases said vane assembly; and
wherein based on said amount of time, said detector deter-
mines if a paddle is present on said vane assembly.

In an embodiment of the detector the paddle-type flow
detector is position in a fire sprinkler system which may be
a wet pipe system.

In an embodiment of the system said arm rotates about an
axis and may be sized and shaped to release said vane
assembly suddenly. In an embodiment, the vane assembly
comprises a trip stem which may have a one way gate
attached thereto.

In an embodiment, the arm rotates about said axis a first
direction when said arm is displacing said vane assembly
and a second direction after it has released said vane
assembly. The system may further comprise a one-way gate,
said one-way gate being attached to said vane assembly such
that said one-way gate is rigid when said arm moving in said
first direction contacts said one-way gate, but opens when
said one-way gate is contacted by said arm moving in said
second direction.

There is also described herein the system wherein said
first sensor and said second sensor each comprise switches;
wherein said first switch is closed when said vane assembly
is in said first position; and wherein said second switch is
closed when said vane assembly is in said second position.

In an embodiment the detector, comprises a key box, said
key box allowing a user to initiate the self-test which may
include an indicator indicating the result of said self-test.
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BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

For a better understanding of the embodiments described
herein and to show more clearly how they may be carried
into effect, reference will now be made, by way of example
only, to the accompanying drawings which show at least one
example embodiment.

FIG. 1 is a perspective view of a flow detector of the prior
art with the housing removed to show internal components;

FIG. 2 is a perspective view of an embodiment of a flow
detector including a self-test system with the housing par-
tially removed;

FIGS. 3A and 3B show a partial perspective and cut-away
side view respectively of an embodiment of a flow detector
in a pre-test or “ready” state.

FIGS. 4A and 4B show a partial perspective and cut-away
side view respectively of an embodiment of a flow detector
as the testing arm contacts the one-way gate.

FIGS. 5A and 5B show a partial perspective and cut-away
side view respectively of an embodiment of a flow detector
as the testing arm displaces the trip stem and the alarm
condition is triggered.

FIGS. 6A and 6B show a partial perspective and cut-away
side view respectively of an embodiment of a flow detector
after the testing arm releases the vane assembly and the vane
has returned to its original or vertical state due to biasing of
the vane assembly.

FIGS. 7A and 7B show a partial perspective and cut-away
side view respectively of an embodiment of a flow detector
as the arm is passing through the one-way gate moving the
other direction after testing is completed.

FIG. 8 is a block diagram showing the controller and
display in conjunction with the flow detector in place in a
fire sprinkler system.

DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED
EMBODIMENT(S)

This disclosure provides systems and methods for the
testing of flow detectors in situ in a fire protection sprinkler
system. It should be recognized, however, that the test
systems and methods discussed herein can be used with flow
detectors in other applications and not those used just in fire
protection. Further, the systems and methods can be used to
test other “motion” switches which rely upon a lever arm
(such as a trip stem and paddle) to detect motion.

FIG. 1 provides for a general overview of a vane type flow
detector (10) of the type known to those in the art. The flow
detector (10) generally includes a couple of major compo-
nents. Specifically, it includes the vane assembly (11) which
comprises a trip stem (12) and an expanded paddle (13)
arranged toward its distal end (15). Toward the proximal
end, the trip stem (12) is generally connected to a housing
(17) about an axis of rotation. This axis allows the vane
assembly (11) to rotate through a 2 dimensional arc gener-
ally perpendicular to the faces (33) and (35) of the paddle
(13). The arc is generally constrained by the housing (17) so
that the vane assembly (11) cannot rotate a full 360 degrees,
but instead will rotate through a predefined arc.

In an embodiment, the arc is selected so that the vane
assembly (11) can only move one direction from the vertical
position and the vane assembly (11) may included a biasing
mechanism to insure that the natural resting state is vertical.
It should be recognized that “vertical,” as used herein, does
not require that the vane assembly (11) be perpendicular to
the ground when installed (it may in fact be horizontal).
Instead, it is generally used to refer to the fact that the vane
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6

assembly (11) is perpendicular to the housing (17), which
will then generally make it perpendicular to the length of the
pipe into which it is placed, and thus perpendicular to the
fluid flow. Throughout this disclosure, the term “vertical”
will be used to refer to this perpendicularity relative to the
housing, pipe, and/or fluid flow rather than any specific
relation to the earth’s surface and is also used to refer to its
“ready” state when the vane assembly (11) is generally
within activation.

When the vane assembly (11) moves through the allowed
arc, at the terminal position it will generally close a switch
which is part of a switch and retard assembly (19). The
switch may be any type of switch but generally standard
electromechanical switches will be used whereby the trip
stem (12), when at the terminal point of the arc, serves to
close a connection. This closure can then be detected by
electrical components (such as a processor) in the detector
(10) to serve as the alarm trigger. The retard component will
generally implement a retard time delay so that closing of
the switch does not immediately trigger an alarm. Generally,
the vane assembly (11) will include some form of biasing
member (such as a spring) to return it to the vertical position
absent the imposition of any internal force so that when the
flow detector (10) is positioned in a static fluid, or in a
relatively slow flowing fluid, the vane assembly (11) does
close the switch. Instead flow of a sufficient force must be
present in the system. The retard time delay further reduces
false positives by requiring a consistent signal for some time
prior to alarm activation. This helps to reduce false positive
activations of the detectors (10).

In operation, the flow detector (10) will be placed into the
pipe with the paddle (13) extending into the fluid and the
faces (33) and (35) directed across the intended flow. Should
fluid begin to flow through the pipe, the force of movement
will serve to push on the upstream face (33) of the paddle
pushing the vane assembly (11) downstream. Because the
rotation point of the vane assembly (11) is generally toward
the proximal end, the force on the paddle (13) will allow the
vane assembly (11) to act as a lever arm and will cause
rotation of the vane assembly (11). As should be apparent,
due to the length of the trip stem (12) and the surface area
of the face of the paddle (13), the flow can cause the vane
assembly (11) to rapidly tilt through the available arc. Due
to the biasing, a very small flow will generally not serve to
move the vane assembly (11) far enough forward to trigger
the switch (19), but a faster flow will cause the vane
assembly (11) to trigger the switch (19). It should be
recognized that switch (19) is generally located upstream of
the vertical position of the vane assembly (11) because of the
vane’s (11) rotation about the axis. Further, a sufficient flow
should keep the switch (14) closed so long as the flow
continues at or above a predetermined level indicative of a
sprinkler head being activated.

FIG. 2 shows a general perspective view of an embodi-
ment of a flow detector (100) which includes a self-test
system. In order to protect the self-test system (101), and
inhibit dust or other materials from getting in the self-test
(101) system, the self-test system (101) will generally be
contained within the flow detector’s (100) protective hous-
ing (117). In the depicted embodiment, the self-test system
(101) is also maintained within a secondary housing (103) to
separate it from other components that could interfere with
its operation and further protect it.

In order to test the flow detector (100), the self-test system
(101) comprises a testing arm (201) which serves to push the
trip stem (112) to the activated position. In the activated
position a sensor (switch (205) in the depicted embodiment)
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detects the trip stem (112) and triggers the alarm condition.
The arm (201) is then designed to release the trip stem (112)
to test that the vane assembly (111) returns to the ready
“vertical” state under the biasing. After this, the arm (201)
returns to the pre-test position resetting the self-test system
(101) and placing the detector (100) again in the ready state.

As part of the testing, the proximal end (125) of the trip
stem (112), in the depicted embodiment, includes a one way
gate (203). The gate (203) allows for the arm (201) to
reverse direction and return to the ready state with out
pushing the vane assembly (111) in a direction opposing the
expected flow. While in an alternative embodiment this is
not necessary and the arm (201) can simply continue rotat-
ing in the same direction to return to the ready state, the
reversing methodology is preferred to save space and to
better detect the position of the arm (201).

The structure in the depicted embodiment is best under-
stood based on its operation and is shown in various posi-
tions in FIGS. 3-7. FIGS. 3A, 4A, 5A, 6A, and 7A show a
perspective view of the arm (201) and gate (203) operation
while FIGS. 3B, 4B, 5B, 6B, and 7B show the flow detector
(100) in the same positions from a side cutaway view that
better illustrates positioning of the vane assembly (111).

The testing arm (201), will serve to push against the
proximal end (125) of the trip stem (112) so as to displace
the paddle (113) downstream (although at the time of testing
there is generally no fluid movement independent of that
caused by the testing so “downstream™ is based on the
expected fluid movement that would result in the flow
detector (100) activating). In the depicted embodiment, the
testing arm (201) comprises a generally smooth-sided gen-
erally tear drop-shaped finger capable of rotating about an
off-centered axis (241). Specifically, the arm (201) includes
a back rotational section (211) which is generally rounded
and a generally triangular section (213). The triangular
section includes a smooth front edge (215) and a contrary
back edge (217). The two edges (215) and (217) terminate
at a point (219).

While this specific structure is not required in alternative
embodiments and the arc can be triangular, spiral, or any
other shape depending on embodiment, this structure pro-
vides for a very effective means of displacing the proximal
end of the trip stem (112) to perform the first part of the
testing as discussed below, while also getting the arm (201)
out of the way to perform the second and third parts of the
testing. Rotation of the arm (201) will generally be induced
by a motor (207) or other mechanism to provide rotary
motion about the axis (241) on command.

In the depicted embodiment, the arm (201) initially
rotates in a clockwise direction (as viewed in the FIGS.)
from the pre test point (position where testing is not occur-
ring and when the flow detector (100) is in standard opera-
tion) shown in the various FIGS. 3A and 3B, to a completed
point as shown in FIGS. 6A and 6B. The arm (201) then
returns to the pre test position by rotating back to the
position of FIGS. 3A and 3B through the arrangement of
FIGS. 7A and 7B.

In operation, testing occurs as follows for the depicted
embodiment. Upon initiation of the test, the arm (201) will
move from the pre-test position of FIGS. 3A and 3B and
rotate upstream (clockwise in the depiction) until it hits the
one way gate (203) which is located at the proximal end
(125) of the trip stem (112). Contact with the gate (203) is
shown in FIGS. 4A and 4B. The gate (203) will be designed
to swing about its axis (233) in the depicted embodiment
with its free end (231) moving from left to right of FIGS.
3-7. Thus, when the arm (201) hits the gate (203) in FIGS.
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4A and 4B moving in the clockwise direction it contacts an
essentially rigid object which cannot rotate in that direction.

Since the gate (203), when contacted in this direction, is
effectively rigidly attached to the trip stem (112) of the vane
assembly (111), the proximal end (125) will be pushed away
from the arm (201) as shown in FIGS. 5A and 5B. The gate
will first contact the front edge (215) and then the point
(219) resulting in the vane assembly (111) moving through
the same arc it would if there was a detectable flow as can
be seen in FIG. 5B. Upon the vane assembly (111) reaching
its terminal location, the point (219) will generally be
touching the upper periphery of the gate (203) (as shown in
FIG. 5A) and the trip stem (112) will be positioned to close
the switch (205) which activates the alarm if all components
are working properly.

The arm (201) will generally not cease its rotational
motion upon the switch (205), being tripped (successfully or
not) but will continue to rotate clockwise (possibly after a
brief hold) from FIGS. 5A and 5B which will allow the tip
(219) of the arm (201) to completely clear the gate (203).
When this happens, there is now no longer any force being
applied to the gate (203) or the vane assembly (111) except-
ing the biasing force initially present. Thus, the vane assem-
bly (111) will be biased back to its original vertical position.
Due to the shape of the arm (201), the arm (201) is generally
completely clear of the gate (203) as soon as the point (219)
passes over the edge of the gate (203) and the return of the
gate (203) passes below the back edge (217) which allows
the vane assembly (111) to “snap” back to the vertical
position under the force of the biasing.

Assuming the flow detector (100) is functioning correctly,
the vane assembly (111) being allowed to return will disen-
gage the switch (205) as soon as the tip (219) clears the gate
(203) deactivating the alarm condition and indicating that
the biasing mechanism is functioning. As should be clear, in
the event a retard time delay was provided, the arm (201) can
be sized or shaped to provide that the trip stem (112)
contacts the switch (205) for sufficient time to trigger the
alarm condition before being allowed to snap back. It should
also be noted that in an alternative embodiment the amount
of force to move the vane assembly (111) from the position
of FIG. 4A to the position of FIG. 5A can also be measured
to test if the correct amount of biasing force is present.

Once the test run is completed, the arm (201) will need to
return to its pre-test position. In the depicted embodiment,
the arm (201) in FIG. 6 will at this time reverse rotation
(rotating counter-clockwise in the FIGS. 3-7) and will again
contact the one way gate (203). However, when rotating in
this direction, the gate (203) opens and is pushed out of the
way by the arm (201) so that the vane assembly (111) does
not move. The arm (201) passing back through the gate
(203) is shown in FIGS. 7A and 7B. As the arm (201)
continues to rotate counterclockwise it will again clear
contact with the one way gate (203) from the tip (219) rising
to sufficient height. The gate (203) will generally be biased
to the closed position of FIGS. 3-6 and thus the auto-test
system (101) will return to the arrangement of FIGS. 3A and
3B where it is again ready to be used.

As discussed above, in an alternative embodiment, the
one way gate (203) can be eliminated (replaced with a rigid
point of contact) as the arm (201) can rotate through the
remaining portion of a full 360 degrees to clear from the
position of FIG. 6 to arrive at the position of FIG. 3 instead
of reversing its direction. However, while this is acceptable,
it is generally a less preferred mechanism as it requires the
housing (117) and (103), to have space to accommodate the
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arm (201) rotating through the upper vertical position
(which extends it beyond its motor), which can be undesir-
able.

While the above description has provided for two tests to
make sure the flow detector (100) is operating properly, one
of ordinary skill would recognize that the tests above only
test operation of the trip stem. They do not actually test
operation of the other portion of the vane assembly (111).
Specifically, movement of the trip stem (112) does not test
if the paddle (113) interacts with a flow. That is, if the paddle
(113) has broken or come loose from the vane assembly
(111), the above testing would still indicate correct function
so long as the trip stem’s (112) proximal end (125) was still
present.

In order to test that the paddle (113) is still present, is
within the fluid, and would be expected to push the vane
assembly (111) should a fluid flow commence, the flow
detector (100) generally performs a third test in addition to
the above two. Specifically, the flow detector (100) includes
a second sensor (in this embodiment switch (255)) which
detects the vane assembly (111) when it is in the vertical
position. Thus, the vane assembly (111) effectively has three
positions. A first position (FIG. 3) where the vane assembly
(111) has closed switch (255), a second intermediate posi-
tion where the vane assembly (111) is moving through the
arc and is between the two switches (255) and (205), and a
third position (FIG. 5) where the vane assembly (111) is
closing switch (205).

When the vane assembly (111) moves from the position
shown in FIG. 5 to that of FIG. 6, the paddle (113) sweeps
through the fluid in the pipe whose flow the flow detector is
monitoring. Because the paddle (113) is designed to be
pushed by the flow, this movement will result in the fluid
being displaced by the moving paddle (113). This displace-
ment will result in force being applied to the paddle (113)
and can be used to detect that the paddle (113) is still present
and is undamaged.

Specifically, the force applied to the paddle (113) due to
the fluid being displaced will increase the amount of time it
takes for the paddle (113) to return to the vertical. The time
of displacement can be detected based on the time between
when the switch (205) is opened (the vane assembly (111)
leaves the flow position of FIG. 5) and when the switch
(255) is closed (the vane assembly (111) returns to the ready
position of FIG. 6) under the force from the biasing. If this
time is greater than an expected window, where the time of
“additional delay” is based upon the size of the paddle (113),
the paddle (113) is presumed to be present and passing
through fluid and the paddle’s (113) presence and operation
is verified. If the time to return is below this range, there is
a potential error condition which can result in additional
testing or an indication that the paddle (113) should be
replaced.

It should be recognized that the specific amount of time
that is used as a cutoff for when the paddle (113) is expected
to be present vs. not present is dependent on a number of
factors. Specifically, the type and amount of fluid present in
the system, the size and shape of the paddle (113), and the
biasing force of the biasing system. It will be understood by
one of ordinary skill that the trip stem (112) will take some
time to move between the two positions regardless of the
presence or absence of the paddle (113) and a damaged
paddle (113) may result in a time which is between the above
two. Generally, therefore, the threshold time indication that
a paddle (113) is present will be above the time it takes for
trip stem (112) alone to return (the paddle (113) is totally
missing). It may also or alternatively be set below a value for
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the paddle (113) to return on average when it is undamaged.
In this way, a paddle (113) with sufficient damage to
potentially present a failure circumstance can be detected,
but a lesser damaged paddle (that will still work) will read
as still present and acceptable.

Timing and determination of whether the paddle (113) is
present will generally performed by a processor onboard the
flow detector (100), but that is by no means required and it
can be performed by external mechanics or electronics. In an
alternative embodiment, the flow testing can determine if the
paddle is present by detecting the amount of force required
to move the vane through the arc from FIG. 4 to FIG. 5. In
a still further embodiment, both tests can be performed
together.

The depicted self-test system (101) provides for testing as
to the functionality of the flow detector (100) onboard the
flow detector (100). That is, the self-test system (101) is
preferably located “on-board” the flow detector (100). In this
way, the self-test system (101) generally provides for testing
in situ without need to alter or access components of the fire
sprinkler system (1). As shown in FIG. 8, the self-test can be
initiated remotely from the flow detector (100) which is in
place in a pipe (821) filed with water (823) through the use
of a wired or wireless connection (801). Remote control is
generally preferred. A user can operate a controller (803) to
initiate the test. This controller (803) can be of any type
known to those of ordinary skill, but will generally be a “key
box” or similar structure where a key (805) or other locking
mechanism inhibits the testing from being run by those other
than authorized personnel.

In an embodiment of a key box controller (803) operating
the self-test system (101), a key (805) is inserted into a
corresponding slit (807) and turned to either activate a series
of buttons or switches (809) which are used to initiate the
testing, or the turning of the key (805) activates the test
itself. In an embodiment, the self-test system (101) can
perform the entire test process in an automated fashion once
initiated (that is, once commenced the testing is performed
in its entirety without further human intervention) or the user
can more directly initiate individual portions of the test upon
specific command or indication.

In order to provide notification to the user of the result of
the test, an indicator (811) (such as an LED light bank, a
display, and/or an audible speaker) can provide feedback to
the user of what occurred during the test. This output may be
a simple pass or fail indication, or may provide for addi-
tional feedback such as by indicating specific passage or
failure of different parts of the test, or can return specific test
parameters (for example the specific time the vane assembly
(111) took to return to the vertical position) for evaluation by
the user. Such indicator (811) will preferably be co-located
with the controller to provide for immediate feedback.

Regardless of the types of systems used to initiate the
testing procedure, the testing procedure generally is per-
formed in the manner discussed above so as to provide for
the various types of test and determine the respective
outcomes. The systems and method of the depicted embodi-
ments, while effective for testing, can also provide for
additional benefits during testing over alternative methods.
Specifically, the self-test system (101) will generally “fail
safe” in the event of a power outage or other interruption of
the testing procedure (such as loss of signal from the
controller).

Because of the inclusion of the one way gate (203), the
arm (201) will generally be unable to stop in a position
where it inhibits the vane assembly (111) from moving to an
alarm condition in the event that the paddle (115) is moved
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by a flow within the pipe. Thus, should a flow commence
while the self-test system (101) is in a disabled state, the
flow detector (100) will generally still be operable. As can
be seen in the various FIGS. 3-7, regardless of the resultant
position at which the arm (201) was to fail and “stick,” the
vane assembly (111) will always be able to move to the
alarm position and is not blocked by the arm (201). In the
event that the arm (201) was to fail prior to the gate (as in
FIG. 4), the vane assembly (111) can freely move without
contacting the arm at all (201). Should the arm (201) fail in
front of the gate (203) (e.g. as in the position of FIG. 7), the
vane assembly (111) can still move as the gate (203) will
move in the one way direction allowing the vane assembly
(111) to move past the arm (201). If the arm (201) should fail
during testing (e.g., between FIGS. 4 and 5) while the arm
(201) may slightly alter the force required to move the
paddle (113) sufficiently to trigger the switch (205) in some
embodiments, an activation flow would generally still trig-
ger the alarm. In this way, a failure at any time (except
during the literal alarm switch test where it would fail with
the alarm activated) will allow the flow detector (100) to still
turn on if flow commenced.

While the invention has been disclosed in conjunction
with a description of certain embodiments, including those
that are currently believed to be the preferred embodiments,
the detailed description is intended to be illustrative and
should not be understood to limit the scope of the present
disclosure. As would be understood by one of ordinary skill
in the art, embodiments other than those described in detail
herein are encompassed by the present invention. Modifi-
cations and variations of the described embodiments may be
made without departing from the spirit and scope of the
invention.
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The invention claimed is:

1. A method of detecting the presence of a paddle in a flow
detector system, the method comprising:

providing a flow detector system including:

a trip stem biased to a first position;

an arm used to displace said trip stem from said first
position to a second position; and

a position sensor identifying when said trip stem is
located in at least one of said first position or said
second position;

moving said trip stem between said second position and

said first position;

measuring a force applied to said trip stem during said

moving; and

from said force, determining if a paddle is attached to said

trip stem.

2. The method of claim 1 wherein said moving further
includes said trip stem traveling from said first position to
said second position.

3. The method of claim 1 wherein said moving is rotating
about an axis.

4. The method of claim 1 wherein said trip stem is capable
of movement along a two dimensional arc.

5. The method of claim 1 wherein said arm is sized and
shaped to release said trip stem suddenly.

6. The method of claim 1 wherein said arm is generally
teardrop-shaped.

7. The method of claim 1 wherein said trip stem has a
one-way gate attached thereto such that said one-way gate is
rigid during said rotating, but said one-way gate opens
during returning of said trip stem to the biased first position.
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